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Based on a longitudinal study on Swedish teachers’ (N ¼ 87) career trajectories this article presents a
comparison between quantitative and qualitative data within the cohort and puts this in relation to
general statistics on teacher attrition. The analysis indicates that caution is advised in interpreting and
making use of general statistics. Teacher attrition is a more non-linear and complex phenomenon than
what is typically proposed. In many cases drop-outs are temporary. Individuals not only leave, but also
return to, the profession over time and their out-of-school experiences can in many cases be understood
as individual initiatives to enhance teaching ability in the long run.
 2014 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. Open access under CC BY-NC-ND license.1. Introduction
Teachers are the most important professionals in a country that
wants to invest in the future (Svenska Dagbladet, 2010).
This statement from the Swedish education minister exem-
pliﬁes an international trend in policy that emphasizes the rela-
tionship between the competitiveness of a state and the quality of
its educational system. Trained and skilled teachers are a funda-
mental requirement in such reasoning and increasing efforts to
provide students with teachers have become a challenging world-
wide quest. The UNESCO Institute for Statistics (2009) claims that
half of the world’s countries need to expand their teaching forces in
order to be able to enroll all primary school-age children by 2015.
Countries not only in Sub-Saharan Africa have by far the greatest
need for additional teachers, but also Western countries such as
Ireland, Spain, Sweden and the USA are pointed out as facing.
rs to the article and have
Ltd.Open access under CC BY-NC-ND lteaching gaps, although these can be considered as moderate in
comparison (ibid.). In the case of Sweden, prognoses indicate that
the number of certiﬁed teachers in the compulsory school will be
too low to cover the demand during the next 20 years. In 2020, the
Swedish educational system will, according to national statistics,
lack roughly 22,000 teachers, approximately 20% of the teaching
workforce (Statistics Sweden, 2012; Swedish National Agency for
Higher Education, 2012).
The most common measure to overcome such a shortage of
teachers is to try to increase recruitment into the profession. Hence,
a number of campaigns to attract young people to teaching has
been launched during recent years. In several countries recruiting
strategies that involve incentives such as loan subsidy programs,
signing bonuses or higher salaries has been the policy responses to
the problem (OECD, 2005). In addition, alternative routes into the
profession have been put on the agenda by governments around
the world. Teach for America and Teach First in England represent
only two of the numerous efforts to expand the supply pool of
potential teachers globally.
However, statistical ﬁndings also indicate that the major prob-
lem for schools is not a shortage of teachers coming into the system.
The real problem is that, even in countries where sufﬁcienticense.
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graduated choose not to go in to teaching at all (Luekens, Lyter, &
Fox, 2004) or to leave after just a few years (Cooper & Alvarado,
2006). This observation has been developed in the scholarly liter-
ature, notably in the works of Ingersoll (2003, 2007) and hints at a
different kind of measure to remedy the shortage of teachers. The
alternative it suggests is that it may be a more efﬁcient strategy to
put in an effort to retain and support active teachers, or to attract
teachers who quit or never started teaching to return to the pro-
fession. Putting it metaphorically, it is better to patch the holes in
the bucket before trying to ﬁll it up.
The image that comes to mind is of a bucket rapidly losing water
because of holes in the bottom. Pouring more water into the
bucket will not be the answer if the holes are not ﬁrst patched.
(Ingersoll, 2007, p. 6)
In the case of the Swedish teaching “bucket” there were 235,878
teachers (including pre-school teachers) working in Sweden 2010
(Swedish Government, 2010). Compared to the number of gradu-
ated teachers at that time, one can logically conclude that 37,500 of
the graduated (16%) were working outside the educational system.
If these “missing teachers” were re-recruited to the teaching pro-
fession they would, to a large degree, ﬁll up the future shortage of
teachers, especially in certain categories.
The ambition in this article is to take a closer look at the holes in
the bucket by presenting data from a longitudinal study of Swedish
teachers.
In comparisonwith the rates of turnover from other occupations
teaching has higher rates than higher-status occupations (pro-
fessors), about the same as comparable semi-professions (nurses)
and lower than some lower-status occupations (federal clerical
workers) (Ingersoll, 2003). Statistics from Sweden shows that the
annual attrition rates are about the same for teachers and nurses
(Hasselhorn, Muller, & Tackenberg, 2005). Although the level of
turnover could be comparable with rates in other professions the
importance of teacher attrition lies in its costs for schools and ef-
fects on large number of pupils. A less stable teaching force will
result in educational and organizational disturbances. Research
indicates that teacher turnover has a harmful effect on student
achievement, especially in poorly performing schools, and that
turnover also negatively affects the students of those teachers who
remain in the same school from one year to the next. Thus, even
teachers outside of the redistribution e the stayers e are somehow
harmed by it (Ronfelt, Loeb, & Wyckoff, 2013). Financial costs also
accompany teacher attrition. In an American study Borman and
Dowling (2008) claim that the total cost of replacing public
school teachers who dropped out of the profession was nearly $2.2
billion in 2001. Developing knowledge about teacher attrition is
thus an important issue for both policy and research. Such
knowledge could, for example, help policy makers invest in ini-
tiatives to identify the teachers most at risk of quitting or most
likely to return to teaching and to change the conditions that
appear most crucial for the decisions to stay, leave or return.
In relation to the importance of teacher attrition for central
educational concerns, comparably little research has been carried
out in this area, and the ﬁndings are often presented as progress
reports or prognoses. Nevertheless such studies provide indications
of what to focus on and how to demarcate further research.
The proportion of graduated teachers who drop-out often seems
to correlate with the number of years in the profession. Statistical
data gives an image of a U-shaped distribution of exits, in which
younger and older teachers (retirement excluded) are more likely
to leave (Ingersoll, 2001). Extensive quantitative studies from USA
estimate that only 40e50% of the graduated teachers are stillworking as teachers ﬁve years after graduation (Ingersoll, 2003).
The situation seems to be similar in Great Britain (Cooper &
Alvarado, 2006). Consequently, in this article we will focus on the
ﬁrst ﬁve years, which seems to be a particularly critical period in
teachers’ decision to stay in or leave the profession (see also
Hammerness, 2008).
Results from research on teacher attrition are generally on a
one-shot basis, drawn from a wide target population of teachers,
producing general overviews of a population from a long distance
at a particular point of time. In a review of teacher attrition
Schaefer, Long, and Clandinin (2012) point out that prior research
seems to focus on providing correct answers, quick ﬁxes and de-
contextualized data. More rarely attrition is considered as a pro-
cess over time where cohorts of teachers are followed in longitu-
dinal studies, through extensive parts of their careers, in order to
identify typical patterns of development and examine individual
variations (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2011). “We need”, Borman
and Dowling (2008, p. 399) assert, “truly longitudinal data with
more than two time points to capture more nuanced pictures of
teachers’ career trajectories”.
Through a unique material consisting of correspondence be-
tween 87 teachers and their former teacher trainer, from their
graduation continuing up to the present, we are facing the oppor-
tunity to follow a cohort of Swedish teachers during their ﬁrst 19
years after graduation. The informants have, regardless of whether
they have been sick, been on parental leave or just have quit
working as teachers, continued to participate. The number of
teachers in this longitudinal study is small relative to the sample
sizes available in teacher-speciﬁc databases on which results e as
the ones mentioned above e are based. However, our material al-
lows analyses and comparisons that have not previously been
possible. In the article we will ﬁrst present “the overall picture”,
that is statistics of attrition within the cohort, and compare it with
ﬁndings from studies on larger databases. Then we will zoom in on
qualitative data to capture “close-up pictures” of the individual
trajectories during the ﬁrst ﬁve years. The ambition is to show the
dynamics in teachers’ career trajectories and to put this picture in
relation to internationally widespread general statistical overviews.
2. The overview e statistics and previous ﬁndings on teacher
attrition
There is a small, but growing, body of research on teacher
turnover, an umbrella term including teachers who move within
(migration) and/or leave from (attrition) teaching. In this article we
will concentrate on presenting results concerning teacher attrition
in the cohort, the “leavers”. We are here primarily interested in
teachers’ choices to exit from or re-entry into the profession. That is
not to say that the great number of teachers staying in the pro-
fession but moving to another school is a non-essential question.
Luekens et al. (2004) have shown that “the movers” are about as
many as those who leave school. For a school with high teacher
turnover it makes no difference whether the leaving teachers
change to another school or to another profession. The school is, in
both cases, negatively affected and must deal with the loss of the
teachers.
Attrition rates in developed countries vary. In Germany and
France less than 5% of the teachers leave schools within the ﬁrst ﬁve
years while comparable rates from USA and UK are 30e50%
(Cooper & Alvarado, 2006). In studies of American teachers the
annual attrition rose by 41% from 1987 to 2008 (Ingersoll & Merrill,
2012). The same pattern is found in Sweden where an increased
rate can be discerned over the last 30 years. The average frequency
among Swedish teachers was doubled during the 1980s and 1990s
and has continued to grow ever since. Teachers that have graduated
Table 1
Response rates.
Year 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 2000 2008 2012
Response
rate (%)
100 100 100 100 100 99 93 85 83% (95%)
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register (a database containing yearly information about all
teachers active in Swedish schools) when the period is summed up
have declined sharply. In 1998, when our cohort of teachers had
beenworking for ﬁve years, national statistics show that 82% of the
recently graduated were still working as teachers after ﬁve years. In
2008 the number had decreased to 68% (Swedish Government,
2010). These increasing attrition rates are not related to ﬂuctua-
tions in the pupil population. In order to understand themwemust
turn to other explanations (discussed in the following sections).
In international research on who leaves, why they leave and
what kind of schools they leave behind some broad trends can be
discerned. Results from an American perspective (Borman &
Dowling, 2008; Ingersoll, 2001; Luekens et al., 2004) suggest that
teachers who are more likely to be “leavers” are female, white,
married, working within special education, math or science. The
schools they are leaving are often urban or suburban with high
enrollments of poor, minority and low-achieving students. This
pattern is also indicated in studies on teacher attrition and turnover
in OECD (2005)-countries.
There is some evidence that pay matters in teachers’ decisions
to stay or leave (Johnson, Berg, & Donaldson, 2005; Kyriacou, Kunc,
Stephens, & Hultgren, 2003) but it does not make the entire dif-
ference. Organizational factors within schools, such as lack of
support from administrators, student discipline issues and lack of
input and decision-making power seem to be playing a larger role
(Borman & Dowling, 2008; Kyriacou et al., 2003). Johnson et al.
(2005) report that high ranked reasons for leaving schools are for
example inappropriate or unmanageable assignments, account-
ability pressures and paperwork. In a Swedish survey of teachers
working conditions (Statistics Sweden, 2005) the respondents
ranked opportunities to ﬁnd other work, no prolongation of present
work, poor psycho social working environment and low pay as the
most common reasons for leaving.
However, all the results above have been generated out of da-
tabases or large surveys, at a one-shot basis and/or drawn from
retrospective data. Information about teacher attrition as a process
over time can only be found in the few longitudinal studies that
have been conducted during the last decade. Wilhelm, Dewhurst-
Savellis, and Parker (2000) have, by self-report measures in ﬁve-
year intervals, followed 156 teachers for 15 years. The results
show the same attrition patterns as earlier statistical studies, but
they also found that the “leavers” often had a more negative image
of the profession prior to entry than those who stayed. The authors
suggest e in relation to the ﬁndings e that factors related to
working conditions may be of less importance than individuals’
perceptions of the profession.
In a US project “The Next Generation of Teachers”, based on
longitudinal data from 50 novice teachers during their ﬁrst three
years in the profession (Johnson & Birkeland, 2003; Johnson et al.,
2005; Peske, Liu, Johnson, Kauffman, & Kardos, 2001) the re-
searchers tried to explore the possibility that a new generation of
teachers might bring with them new conceptions of career. The
ﬁndings suggest that new teachers approach teaching more
tentatively or conditionally than older generations. Rinke (2013)
describes a current notion of teaching as an “exploratory” career
in which the teachers view teaching as one of many careers they
might have. In spite of this seemingly relaxed attitude to teachers’
work many of the leavers and movers expressed the same
commitment and dedication as those who envision teaching as a
lifelong career. This is also noted by Peske et al. (2001) who point at
the potential value for this group of “leavers” and “movers” to
contribute to public education. Anderson and Olsen (2006, 2007)
have, from results of a one-year longitudinal study, also high-
lighted the potential of the leavers. The “leavers” in their studywere leaving classroom teaching but were not in fact leaving the
ﬁeld of education, and were still strongly committed to urban ed-
ucation. The authors suggest that we should term these teachers
“shifters” rather than “leavers” and that we need more inclusive
and multiple frames for teacher careers that acknowledge them as
shifters. Quartz et al. (2008) reveal that shifting accounts for a
signiﬁcant proportion of teacher attrition and therefore should be
added to the landscape of teacher retention research. Also, the fact
that younger teachers were much more likely to shift than to leave
education entirely points, according to the authors, to teaching
careers as a generational matter. In line with Johnson et al. (2005)
they discuss whether today’s teachers may be entering the pro-
fession with career goals that differ from those of previous
generations.
Although comparisons between research resultse emerging out
of different contexts, countries and cultures e should be handled
with caution, we can conclude that teacher attrition seems to be an
escalating probleme especially in some nationse and that Sweden
seems to be one of these. We can see that the bucket is leaking, and
by analyzing data from the cohort we aim to shed some light on:
What do the holes look like?When do they occur? Is there a ﬂow in
and out? Can we detect possibilities to plug the leaks? Studying
attrition as a process and presenting images of the phenomenon
from different ranges seems to be a potential way of addressing
these questions.
3. The present study
For almost 20 years we have been able to follow a group of 87
Swedish teachers. The ﬁrst 15 years through semi-structured
questionnaires, exchanged between them and their former
lecturer at teacher education. It is important to note that the
teacher educators main motive to gather the information was pure
curiosity and awill to “keep in touch”with her former students. The
questions asked are therefore not systematically formulated or
theoretically informed. After her retirement we inherited the ma-
terial and continued to gather data once a year through more sys-
tematic questions (although adjusted to the longitudinal items) in
formal questionnaires. From 2013 we are also doing follow-up in-
terviews with key informants.
The data is unique in that the group consists of all teachers of
the entire group that graduated. In a sense then, our group is not
only a sample from a population (teacher students in general) but
also in fact constitute a population it itself. In that sense, we have
no issues with representativeness, since we have in fact studied
the entire population, rather than a sample. As such, we will in
most cases not make use of inferential statistics (e.g., conﬁdence
intervals or p-values), since this is redundant whenwe talk about
this speciﬁc population. We will, however, make use of such sta-
tistical techniques when we try to generalize our ﬁndings. For
example, wewill compare our group with that of the general data
from the entire teaching population in Sweden (Swedish Teacher
Register) in order to see if our group is representative of a larger
population.
The material is furthermore unique since the percentage of
answers is extremely high (Table 1). The respondents have e in
most cases e continued to answer the surveys even though they
have left their jobs as teachers.
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the responses on the survey we contacted (by phone) those who
had not answered and received in this way additional data on some
issues. For example if theywere still working as teachers. The actual
response rate for speciﬁc questions is therefore 95% for 2012.
Hence, although there are some missing data in the later years, the
central part of the present study (i.e., working as teachers or not)
remains intact.
It is important to note that the ﬁrst ﬁve measurements were
made at one-year intervals, but that later measurements were
made with different, and longer, intervals. Hence, the data is more
detailed for the ﬁrst ﬁve years. Statistically, we will interpolate our
data whenwe present our ﬁndings. In other words, the data for the
years 2001e2007 that do not have any data points will be based on
a linearly interpolated average of the data from 2000 and 2008
measurements. This is important to keep in mind, since such
interpolated averages appear much smoother than they really are.
For example, a decline in parental leave during 2000e2008 appears
to be a smooth linear trend with equally less people being on
parental leave for each year. In reality, there is likely to be some
variation, or bumps, in the trend through these years, as is evident
during the ﬁrst ﬁve years where we have as detailed data. Because
of this different level of detail in different years, we will focus most
of our in-depth discussion on the ﬁrst ﬁve years, which in previous
studies have also been found to be the years with the highest level
of movement, and use a more zoomed out approach when looking
at the entire 19-year span.
Even though the questionnaires initially were not systematically
formulated, the informants have e in all surveys e reported if they
work as teachers, where they work and what kind of work they are
doing (including non-teaching work). In survey 1e4, 6 and 9 they
have also described experiences of and expectations on their work
as teachers. Examples of questions asked repeatedly over the years
are:
What would you prefer to work with next semester?
Which of your earlier expectations onworking as a teacher have
been fulﬁlled?
Which colleague or person has been most important for you in
your work?
What have been the major problems in your work, so far?
In later questionnaires some retrospective information about
their career trajectories has been gathered. Examples of such
questions asked (survey 8e9) are:
In your previous answers your “teacher trajectory” appears (for
some long, others short). Can you tell us something about what
has inﬂuenced its appearance and if you remember any decisive
turning points or critical moments?
What spontaneous comment do you have, thinking back on your
ﬁrst ﬁfteen years as a teacher?
The purpose of the different questionnaires can be described as
general and the type of questionnaires can be labeled as semi-
structured (Cohen et al., 2011). In later surveys a few more struc-
tured and closed questionnaire items, generated by answers from
previous open questions, has been included.
In order to enable a more comprehensive understanding of
teacher attrition we decided to present images of the phenomenon
from different ranges. With a mixed method approach we have had
the possibility to combine particularity with generality, to make
quantitative and qualitative data “mutually illuminating” (Cohenet al., 2011, p. 24). The mixed design of the study is sequential
(Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2006) in which qualitative and quantitative
procedures run one after the other, in order to sufﬁciently answer
the research questions. In the ﬁrst stage of the analysis, parts of the
mainly qualitative data have undergone basic qualitative analyses
in order to be transposed into quantitative variables (examples are:
working as a teacher, in what subjects and grades, movements in
and between schools). These variables have been analyzed by
means of STATA 12.1 and SPSS 19 and have been the basis for the
creation of e what we call e “overall pictures”. These can give us a
survey of the whole cohort and can be compared to previous sta-
tistical ﬁndings. In stage two we have tried to illustrate the indi-
vidual trajectories by plotting quantitative data into 87 diagrams.
But the data also allows further analyses. At the third stage we have
had the possibility to move beyond the ﬁgures and numbers and
actually study how each individual, at each occasion, describe their
trajectory. In addition to the overall statistical picturewe can return
to qualitative data and create “close-up pictures”.
4. The cohort
The cohort graduated in December 1993, after 3.5 academic
years at a university in a small town in the southeast of Sweden. A
quarter of them stated that this was their hometown already
when they started teacher education and the majority had been
recruited from nearby areas, only 15 of the 87 had traveled long
distances to become teachers. This is in line with the recruitment
of student teachers to other teacher training programs at small
colleges in Sweden. Nor do the students’ social backgrounds differ
signiﬁcantly from comparable cohorts recruited to small colleges
at this time (Bertilsson, Börjesson, & Broady, 2008). Approxi-
mately 30% of the cohorts’ parents have completed their educa-
tion after compulsory school (nine years), while about 30% have
attended university. 24 of these are e or have been e working as
teachers.
The 87 participants consisted of 63 women and 24 men, a
slightly higher number of men than in comparable national sta-
tistics. At the time of their last year of studies, they were between
22 and 47 years old, with amean age of 22.6 and amedian age of 24.
These ﬁgures differ from national statistics at that time, showing an
average value for beginner teacher students at 27.3 years.
In summary, the cohort can be seen as representative of stu-
dents in teacher education in Sweden in the late 1900s. The only
difference that can be detected statistically is that they were
younger than average teacher students when they started their
education. However, from an international perspective there are
reasons to believe that the characteristics of Swedish teacher stu-
dents differ slightly from comparable groups. The median age of
Swedish students is the highest in Europe (Statistics Sweden, 2013)
and the gender distribution appears to be somewhat more even
than in, for example, the U.S. (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2013).
At the time when they attended pre-service teacher education
the Swedish version had recently been reformed and was now
divided into two main tracks: “the program for early ages” (grades
1e7) and “the program for older ages” (grades 4e9). All of our re-
spondents attended the program for early ages and were, after
graduation, certiﬁcated to teach in primary and secondary school.
But not in all subjects. The program was divided into two possible
areas, language/social sciences or math/natural sciences, which
restricted their certiﬁcation. 78% of the cohort had a study orien-
tation towards social sciences, whereas the rest of them had to-
wards natural sciences. However, this was not equally distributed
for women and men, with 84% of the women having an orientation
towards language/social science and 63% of the men. This differ-
ence was signiﬁcant, c2 ¼ (1, n ¼ 87) ¼ 4.762, p < .05.
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The cohort entered a school in considerable transformation. The
Swedish educational system was, as in many other western coun-
tries, increasingly decentralized and deregulated during the 1990s.
In 1991, the central government handed over the responsibility for
compulsory, upper secondary and adult education tomunicipalities
and local authorities were given more autonomy in the resource
allocation decisions.
The possibility to start up (and for parents to choose) inde-
pendent schools was introduced during the 1990s. The former
“neighborhood principle”, in which allocation to a school was ﬁxed
depending on the pupil’s place of residence, was 1992 replaced by a
reform that manifested freedom of school choice. Schools now
became exposed to competition and economical dependent on how
many pupils they could attract (Carlgren & Klette, 2008; Parding,
Abrahamsson, & Berg-Jansson, 2012).
A new employment and labor-law agreement traded the former
salary system of collective bargaining and years of working against
an individual salary system. Furthermore, the former centrally
governed hours of actual teaching was now replaced by an obli-
gation for all full-time teachers to be present at school 35 h per
week. Teacher collaboration in cross-disciplinary teams was
imposed. The new teachers, each equipped with relatively narrow
competencies (language/social ormath/natural sciences) from their
teacher education, were supposed to be a part of such teams. In
reality they entered school organized according to more traditional
principles where junior-level teachers taught all subjects in their
“own” classes, ages 7e9, intermediate-level teachers did the same
in ages 10e12 while senior-level teachers were teaching their
“own” subjects in ages 13e15. In our datawe can see that 80% of the
cohort ended up teaching at junior and intermediate level while
20% were working at the senior level. It appears to be a weak
relationship between type of education and what you work with as
a teacher. Indeed, most ended up teaching in both language/social
science and math/natural science.
6. Results
6.1. The overall picture
Firstly, we look at whether this group of students actually came
to work as teachers during this ﬁve-year follow-up period. As can
be seen in the ﬁgure below, 85% had started to work as teachers
already during their ﬁrst year after graduation. This increases to
94% after two years. However, after this we ﬁnd a negative trend
and at year ﬁve only 72% of the students in the cohort report that
they are active teachers. When we look at this for men and women
separately, we see that men tend to work as teachers more often
then women in these ﬁrst ﬁve years.
We suspected that both these effects might, in fact, be due to
parental leave. (In Sweden you can receive compensation to stay
home fromwork to take care of your child for a total of 480 days per
child, 390 of these with 80% of your income. Hence, parental leave
in Sweden often implies leaving school for an entire school year,
and is thus always noted as attrition in yearly statistical measure-
ments. The parental beneﬁt can be received until your child ﬁnishes
the ﬁrst year of compulsory school) This would mean that it looks
as if the participants become less active as teachers over time
because they are more likely to have children over the course of
these ﬁve years. This might also explain the difference between
men and women. Knowing this, Fig. 1 has to be updated. If we
separate teachers who are on parental leave from those who are
not working as teachers of other reasons the situation looks like
this (Fig. 2).Indeed, taking parental leave into account gives us a quite
different picture, and there is no longer any statistical difference in
attrition rates between men and women. Parental leave could of
course be described as a form of attrition, but it could also be
described as a sort of “further education”. Many of the respondents
comment on the parental leave as an occasion of truly learning
something about being a teacher. Instead of being considered as a
drop-out of the bucket, parental leave could, at least in a Scandi-
navian context, be described as an individual way of enhancing
teaching ability (Bjerén & Elgqvist-Saltzman,1994). Furthermore, in
our cohort, parental leave does not seem to be a trigger for leaving
the profession permanently. No such correlations can be found.
Also, Swedish statistics show that 95% of Swedish women are back
in employment after three years of maternal leave (Statistics
Sweden, 2007). This number differs from international studies on
returning teachers. In the United States, for example, only about
35e40% of the women who leave the workforce after the birth of a
child return to teaching (Vera, 2013). This pattern, the author
concludes, conﬁrm that the main driving force of American female
teachers’ decisions to leave for good is not better job opportunities
outside the teaching profession but family formation reasons (see
also Stinebrickner, 2002). In his study of various reasons for teacher
turnover Ingersoll (2003) shows that family reasons are mentioned
twice as often as for example job dissatisfaction.
Returning to our cohort we can see that 87% of the cohort re-
mains active at year ﬁve, if we include teachers on parental leave in
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parental leave in rates of retention seems reasonable, in relation to
the Swedish context. The ﬁgures differ slightly from national sta-
tistics from the same year (1998) that show a retention rate of 82%
after ﬁve years, but the result differs considerably from U.S.
statistics (e.g., Ingersoll, 2003) that estimates retention rates as low
as 54% after ﬁve years. One-sample t-tests, conﬁrmed that in both
cases, our sample is signiﬁcantly different from these populations,
t(84) ¼ 2.3954, p ¼ .018, and t(84) ¼ 2.0840, p ¼ 0.040,
respectively.
The attrition in our cohort the ﬁrst ﬁve years cannot be statis-
tically explained by any of the following predictors: age, gender,
subject or whether one’s parent(s) worked as teacher(s). In fact,
when parental leave is considered, the attrition becomes too small
to bemeaningful to subject to regression analysis, andwe have thus
not included a regression model or any table of the regression
coefﬁcients.
Adding the 19-year perspective on retention and attrition in the
cohort the overall picture looks like this (Fig. 3).
As we can see, the overall picture shows that 15 years later (19
years after graduation) 67% of the cohort is still working as teachers
(95 % response rate). That is, 58 of our original 87 teachers conﬁrm
that they are active as teachers. These ﬁgures match results from
the few earlier studies on teacher retention over longer periods
(Statistics Sweden, 2001). For obvious reasons, none of them are
now on parental leave, and the rate of teacher attrition over the
whole period appears to be 29%. Looking at the overall picture there
is a small, gradual and linear decline in teacher retention (after the
peak in year two) over the years e especially the ﬁrst ﬁve. The
image that comes to mind is that teachers, one after the other,
drop-out of the leaking bucket and stay out. The individual trajec-
tories, however, show a more mixed up picture. When we look at
the image from a closer range we can see that the “drop-out” in
many cases is temporary. Individuals are not only leaving from, but
also returning to, the profession over time.
6.2. Zooming in e the close-up picture
To look at these movements in more detail, we plotted, in 87
individual line charts, whether each individual worked as a teacher
or not for each of the ﬁrst ﬁve years. In every diagram a line illus-
trated a single individual career path. Comparing them, we can see
that the most common career trajectory is to start working as a
teacher the ﬁrst year and continuing to do so for each of the ﬁve
years thereafter (the line is in the upper part of the diagram). This is
true for 51 of the participants. Another interesting result is that,0 
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Fig. 3. The proportion working as teachers, being on parental leave, not working as teach
collected on nine occasions, see Table 1. Missing years are interpolated.from a closer range, we can see that all 87 did indeed work as
teachers at some point during the ﬁrst ﬁve years. This ﬁnding dif-
fers from other studies (for example Luekens et al., 2004) and in-
dicates that “the bucket” may leak at some points but that some of
the lost drops actually ﬁnd their way back.
Ignoring the ones that are on parental leave within the ﬁrst ﬁve
years, 21 individuals in the cohort are e at some point ereporting
that they are not working as teachers (the line is zig-zag shaped).
What are they actually doing instead?
Let us take a closer look at year one. 13 of the 87 that gradu-
ated are not working at all as teachers the ﬁrst year. One of them
had a baby just before graduation and is now on maternal leave.
What about remaining 12? Four of them continue to study. In all
of the cases they study languages, two of them abroad. The
motive is related to the lack of English courses in their teacher
training. To study language is a way to meet the demands of their
future work. “I think it is necessary to complement my skills with
English”, one of them says. This seems like a reasonable strategy.
When looking at the work assignments the newly graduated got
over the ﬁrst years we can conclude that more than half of them
had to teach English although they were not formally qualiﬁed for
it. Many of them give comments on this situation in their letters.
The teacher education that they have just ﬁnished does not match
the organization in schools. Instead of ending up in teacher teams
where their fairly narrow competences, directed towards a small
number of subjects, would be complemented by colleagues e
they end up alone in front of a whole class and with the re-
sponsibility to teach all subjects. What, in the general picture,
appears to be a loss of competence could, in these cases, instead
be understood as individual initiatives to enhance teacher ability.
Three of the four that studies their ﬁrst year later return to
teaching and remain active after 19 years, the fourth later be-
comes a pre-school teacher. They are all “recycled” into the ed-
ucation system.
Of the eight remaining “leavers” the ﬁrst year, four individuals
try in different ways to ﬁnd a teaching job but do not succeed. Three
of them remain unemployed and the fourth moves to a bigger city
combining an ofﬁce job with consistent efforts to obtain a position
as a teacher. Later on they all ﬁnd a way into the profession and are
all still active as teachers after 19 years.
The remaining four continue to work in employments they
have had earlier or that have been running parallel to their studies.
They do not express explicitly that this is due to difﬁculties in
obtaining teaching jobs. Instead, they seem to cling on to alter-
native possibilities pondering on whether teaching is the right
occupational path. Looking back on his career after 15 years one of 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 
ERS 1994 - 2012 
Missing data 
Not working as teacher 
Parental leave 
Working as teacher 
ers, or missing, during the entire range of years studied (1994e2012). The data was
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wanted in life and should have had more work experience before I
started college”. Some of them are looking for teaching jobs,
although not very persistently. “I cannot say I’ve strained myself
too much”, one of them writes. Interestingly, we ﬁnd that all of
them enter into the profession within the ﬁrst ﬁve years. Two of
them are still working in schools after 19 years, one as a teacher
and one as a principal.
To summarize attrition the ﬁrst year, we can conclude that of the
13 individuals that do not work as teachers the ﬁrst year, only two
are lost in the long run.
In Table 2 we have tried to complement the description of
attrition the ﬁrst year with information on what each individual
actually didwhen theywere notworking as teachers in the ﬁrst ﬁve
years. Here we also inserted “part-time” teaching and working as a
substitute, that is individuals that had not reported being teachers
that year (answered no to the question: Do you work as a teacher?),
but stille in answers concerning other items in the questionnairee
described that they were, or had been, working partially in schools.
The empty cells indicate that the individual worked as a full-time
teacher that speciﬁc year. We have also tried to relate the ﬁrst
ﬁve years to a “quick scan” over the years 6e19, what happens to
the individual trajectories in that period? Howmuch of the attrition
over the ﬁrst ﬁve years is retrieved? How many are “leavers”,
“stayers” and “shifters” at the end of year 19?
It is noteworthy that, as mentioned before, all of the 21 in-
dividuals work as teachers at some point during the ﬁrst ﬁve years
and that themajority stays within the educational system in the 19-
year perspective. But still, in this subset of the cohort the attrition
rate over the whole period (the years 1e19) is 42% compared to the
attrition rate in the whole cohort which is 29%. Nine of the 21 leave
the profession permanently in the 19-year perspective. The ma-
jority of them (six) can be described as “early leavers”. They drop-Table 2
Individual trajectories for those who did not work as teachers during all of the ﬁve ﬁrst
Individual Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 Yea
1 Unemployed
2 Studying
3 Studying
4 Unemployed
5 Substitute/cashier
6 Unemployed
7 Nurse-assistant
8 Financial assistant Substitute/ﬁnancial
assistant
Studying
9 Waitress Waitress/studying Waitress/studying Stu
10 Part-time
teacher/cashier
Part-time
teacher/cashier
Part-time
teacher/cashier
Cas
11 Substitute/ﬁnancial
assistant
Substitute/ﬁnancial
assistant
Financial assistant Fin
12 Switchboard
operator
Substitute/studying Scriptwriter We
13 Studying Studying Stu
14 Substitute/au pair Substitute/cashier Wo
wo
15 Traveling/salesman Sal
16 Rep
17 Studying
18 Studying
19 Telemarketing/teaching
20 Studying
21 Working at the
airportout of the bucket within the ﬁrst ﬁve years and they stay out. Who
are they?
6.3. The early leavers
This category includes all the individuals that leave the teaching
profession within the ﬁrst ﬁve years and that do not return to
teaching (as far as we know after 19 years). They are the seemingly
lost ones. In our cohort this comprises six individuals, 8% of the
entire cohort. These ﬁgures are somewhat lower than comparable
statistics in Sweden at that time e 18% e (Swedish Government,
2010) but differ a great deal from Ingersoll’s (2003) estimation of
as many as 46% leaving the profession within ﬁve years (although
he acknowledge that the estimation do not account for those who
later re-enter teaching).
What are the distinguishing features of our group? One of the
early leavers differs from the others. He is far older than the rest
when he starts teacher education, gets sick year four, acquires a
disability pension and leaves the profession for good. The majority
of the early leavers is notably younger, however. Three of them
seem “predestinated” to leave. They express no inclination to
seriously enter into the profession. Their choice of education seems
to be a gamble. When asked at the end of their education “What are
your expectations on your future work as a teacher?” their answers
differ from the rest of the group. Theywrite: “I really can’t say I have
any expectations” or “I can’t come up with any at this point”.
The three who seem predestinated to leave furthermore express
that it really does not matter what kind of placement they get after
graduation or that they really do not want class teaching positions.
In line with the ﬁndings of Wilhelm et al. (2000), who suggest that
the leavers have a more negative image of the profession prior to
entry, one of our leavers write: “Right now I’m pretty tired of
everything associated with education and schools”. Two of themyears.
r 4 Year 5 Year 6e19
Stays (still teaching after 19 years)
Stays (still teaching after 19 years)
Stays (still teaching after 19 years)
Stays (still teaching after 19 years)
Stays (still teaching after 19 years)
Stays (still teaching after 19 years)
Teaching/ shifts (becomes principal)
Studying/ stays (still teaching after
19 years)
dying Principal/ stays
hier Teaching/ studying/ leaves
(becomes a ﬁnancial assistant)
ancial assistant Financial
assistant
Leaves (continues as ﬁnancial assistant)
bmaster Webmaster Leaves (continues as webmaster)
dying Studying Teaching/ studying/ teaching/ leaves
(becomes a social worker)
rking as social
rker
Social worker Studying/ leaves (becomes a lawyer)
esman/studying Waitress/travels Teaching/ studying/ leaves
(becomes a psychologist)
orted sick Disability
pension
Leaves (disability pension)
Studying Studying/ shifts (becomes a
pre-school teacher)
Studying Stays (still teaching after 19 years)
Studying Stays (still teaching after 19 years)
Studying Studying/ leaves (becomes an opera
singer)
Airport crew Leaves (continues as airport manager)
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very unusual (only four out of the 87 pronounce a wish to be
substitutes when asked before graduation). Their search for
teaching positions seems to be laid-back and at the same time they
are also looking for, and are open to, alternative routes. Later they
enter quite different but highly respected professional occupations.
One of them becomes an opera singer, one a lawyer and then
“Anna” who becomes a webmaster.
Anna is 24 years old when she graduates from teacher edu-
cation. Both of her parents are teachers. She thinks that being a
teacher might be a future prospect but has no major expectations
on the work. She comments on this three years later: “.as a
teacher student you should be able to give a good justiﬁcation to
your choice. if not e perhaps you should reconsider. that’s
what I should have done”. Before graduation she expresses a
wish to work as a substitute. “I want to move around as much as
possible and try as much as I possibly can”. She applies for some
positions the ﬁrst year but not in a very dedicated manner and
continues to work at a job she has had alongside her education
while “thinking about what I should do with my life”. After year
one she moves to the capital of Sweden. Her main reason is that
she wants to attend evening courses in drama at a speciﬁc
institute. During this time she occasionally works as a substitute
at different schools and combines that with studies in journal-
ism. Retrospectively, when asked after 19 years, she remembers
that her commitment as a substitute was low at the time: “. I
completely lost hope when they commented negatively around
me staying with the pupils at the recesses e following an
exciting drama e instead of hanging around in the teachers’ staff
room”.
In the autumn 1995 she ﬁnds a job as a scriptwriter. “This is
great fun” she writes “I want to write!” After that she has been
working as a webmaster for the entire period, responsible for four
Nordic sites targeted at children. She claims having great use of her
teacher education in her work, which consists of writing pedagogic
and informative articles for the website but also of updating,
creating and developing social media. When trying to express why
she left teaching she answers “I want to be happy, because then I
think I can bring happiness to others. Unfortunately I cannot do
that as a teacher”. In her mind a happy teacher is someone that can
focus on teaching. She does not want to have the “responsibility
over each student as an individual”, just over the subject matter
she wants to teach. When asked year four after graduation she
outlines the perfect work as a teacher: “Then I would work over a
fairly large area consisting of many schools, but I would just like to
teach the subjects that I’m really interested in. Do you think that is
egoistic?”
The critical moments occurred long before teacher education,
she writes. She never really felt that she could be satisﬁed being a
teacher. But still, she expresses a great deal of dedication in
teaching (cf. Peske et al., 2001; Rinke, 2013).
I still feel passionate about the educational community.If I
have had the luck to end up at a school with committed
teachers, where I could have developed my ideas instead of
being dejected and pushed down in a sofa with my cup of
coffee.
In a follow-up interview in 2013, after 20 years, she says:
The great difﬁculties I experienced in my short career as a
teacher were that it was conservative and hard to get other
teachers to listen to new ideas. I also had some problems with
gaining respect from the children. I guess that I thought that
everyone should respect me instantly and felt very disappointed
when they did not.When asked if she ever could reconsider returning to teaching
she answers: “Yes, if the conditions were right regarding the po-
sition, the payment and the whole package”.
The remaining two early leavers, a man and a woman have two
features in common; they both express a strong will to become
teachers before graduation and they both have alternative work
alongside their short career as teachers (one of them in a family
business, the other at the local airport). Eventually these occupa-
tional paths appear as more attractive than teaching. When asked
after 20 years if they would reconsider their choice to leave, one of
them answers positively. What could bring him back to school
then? He answers:
Interesting question! The payment is actually not priority one!
The thing that could convinceme to return is if focus in teachers’
work was more directed towards the actual teaching, the les-
sons. More time spent there and less on administration e then I
would consider working as a teacher again.
We can conclude that e when we look at the leaking bucket
from a close-up range e perhaps two out of six holes would have
been possible to patch.
7. Discussion
So what happens when we supplement general overviews on
teacher attrition with close-up images? First of all, the results from
the study can be transformed into a recommendation that we
should be careful when we interpret and make use of general sta-
tistics. These ﬁgures are necessary and useful and they are all “true”
in one sense. But how we should understand and explain them
must vary. Are they on a one-shot basis? Do they include parental
leave or individuals studying? Do they account for the “re-turners”,
those who leave but later re-enter teaching? There are reasons to
believe that the large differences in outcomes of research on
teacher attrition are due to such circumstances. In our cohort the
attrition rate varies from 29% (according to general overview) to 8%
(if we look at the individual and actual outcome in the 19-year
perspective). Depending on how we set the focus, the image
change. There are also reasons to believe that we should be
cautious when comparing statistics between different contexts,
countries, cultures and time-periods. Parental leave is, for example,
a trigger for attrition in some countries, in others it is not. Conse-
quently, using randomly selected international statistics in order to
create “crisis scenarios” or to address national problems with
teacher attrition seem to be a bad idea.
Bringing qualitative data from a longitudinal study in relation to
statistics certainly gives us a more nuanced understanding of the
dynamics in teachers’ career trajectories. Using Blumer’s (1969)
words this kind of data has an “obdurate” character; it “talks
back” to the overviews and assertions that statistical data conjures.
In doing that, it also stands in the way of the search for causal re-
lations. As we can see the early leavers consist of a small and
heterogenous group of individuals. When comparing their motives
for entering the teacher education with the rest of the cohort, we
cannot ﬁnd any major differences and there is little evidence that a
feeble will to enter teaching expressed just before graduation has
any effect on short time attrition in our cohort (cf. Hammerness,
2008, Wilhelm et al., 2000). It is true that three of the early
leavers have vague expectations on their choice of work, but that is
also the case among some of the stayers.
The same goes for the correlation between organizational fac-
tors within schools and the act of leaving teaching early. If we take a
closer look at the six early leavers, in the eyes of a policy maker
searching for casual relations, one can conclude that perhaps two of
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dividuals had encountered a more positive work environment or
have had better working conditions. The other four seem to have
better alternatives or made themselves open to alternative routes.
Surprisingly, the considerable changes in educational policy during
the 1990s (see pp. 11e12) do not seem to have great impact on the
decision to leave. It is well known that the transmission of reforms
from the policy arena to the educational context is lagging behind
(Lundgren, 1974). The real impact of the 1990 reforms in teachers’
working life does not seem to appear until the beginning of the 21st
century. In our survey of 2012, 45% of the “stayers” in the cohort
claim that they at least once seriously considered leaving the pro-
fession. When asked about their motives the answers now reﬂect
the impact of the reforms. Work overload, increased documenta-
tion and the notion of altered professional objectives are now often
mentioned as triggers for considering leaving. These arguments are
also clearly reﬂected in the data from the late leavers. Such
alarming indicators do of course deserve attention (and further
studies) but we must also keep in mind that they, in this case, are
retrospective and therefore constructed in a rational logic.
The analysis of the longitudinal non-retrospective data from the
early leavers makes us wonder, however, if career decisions are as
rational as we often seem to suppose. Rationality does not recog-
nize that people create and re-create goals in the course of time or
that individuals do not have one stable goal but often operate with
a variety of possible outcomes. Having a feasible way out, a parallel
occupation, may of course inﬂuence the decision to leave teaching.
Nor does rational explanations take into account the fact that
people’s social relations are part of the decision-making process
and do not only constitute the conditions and means for an
autonomous subject to play “own” choices against. One of the early
leavers is, already before she enters teacher education, involved in
the family businesses. The social commitment that this entails
seems hard to avoid. Earning a degree that entitles you to work as a
teacher is perhaps not enough to break the social bonds. We must
also keep in mind that leaving or staying is not always a decision
dependent on the individual will or her social relations. Economic
conditions do of course play a signiﬁcant role. The generous eco-
nomic terms in the Swedish insurance system (regarding parental
leave, etc.) and the fact that leave of absence does not (ofﬁcially)
lead to any form of “penalties” when/if someone returns to work
could be one of the underlying contextual variables that affects
decisions to stay or leave.
The heterogeneity in the group of leavers and the multifaceted
image of attrition during the ﬁrst ﬁve years provide reasons to
discuss whether the idea of rational action ignores the role of
serendipity in people’s career decision-making (Hallqvist, 2012).
When we look for information in relation to the close-up pictures
we can see that there, to some degree, seem to be unpredictable
chance factors that contribute to vocational choices. But is it just a
matter of random chance? Perhaps some of the leaving teachers
have certain dispositions that give them an exploratory attitude
(Rinke, 2013). They are not just passively relying on luck; instead
they seem to remain open to new and unexpected opportunities.
They seem to have an attitude of “planned happenstance” (Mitchell,
Levin, & Krumboltz, 1999). Hodkinson and Sparkes (1997) argue
that career decisions can only be understood in terms of life his-
tories of those who make them. Non-planned decisions responding
to happenstance are always made within individuals’ horizons for
action and depending on the habitus of the individual. When Anna
points out that the critical moments which inﬂuenced her career
took place way before she entered teacher education, she gives us a
hint that what seems to be a career by chance might as well be
understood as inﬂuenced by an “identity generated through inter-
action with signiﬁcant others within the culture the subject haslived and is living” (Hodkinson & Sparkes, 1997, p. 33). So far these
kinds of arguments can only be seen as speculations with loose
couplings to existing data. The next step in the project will be to
gather and analyze the life stories of certain key informants in the
cohort, in order to obtain accurate data for such analyses.
Finally, is there reason to believe that we should abandon the
image of teaching as a long-term career, and look upon it as a
temporary profession? Are we, in a sense, returning to Lorties’
(1977) classical description of the teaching profession as a low
paid, temporary job for young women prior to their real career (of
child rearing)? Some researchers question if the term “career tra-
jectory” is relevant in the study of teachers’ work lives and that we
need to re-conceptualize the term ”trajectory” in such a way that it
reﬂects the complexity of contemporary career patterns. We agree
that the very concept of trajectory signals certain linearity, a
pathway of a uniﬁed moment in one particular direction. But in the
light of our data we must argue that there are reasons for main-
taining “old” concepts. 51 of our teachers have straight-line tra-
jectories. They started to work as teachers and are still, 19 years
later, working full time. However, there seems to be a division
among the teachers of those who view and live teaching as a long-
term profession and those who see and live it in a more exploratory
manner.
The majority of the teachers in our cohort belong to Generation
X, born 40e45 years ago. Perhaps the view of a career as a form of
“professional exploration” (Rinke, 2013) will be a more common
feature among teachers in the next generation, Generation Y? Re-
sults from studies indicate that newer generations view their
working lives as series of multidimensional careers instead of one
linear and continuous career (Dwyer & Wyn, 2001; Stone-Johnson,
2011). We need results from studies on new generations of teachers
and by starting a new longitudinal cohort of newly graduated
teachers the upcoming new-year, we hope to contribute.
An unavoidable question for research on teacher attrition is
whether it is possible, or even desirable, to “patch all the holes in
the bucket”? May be it is the “right” people that are leaving?
Perhaps a certain amount of attrition can be seen as healthy and
potentially beneﬁcial for the profession? To a certain degree this
could be true, but some research points in another direction. There
is evidence that schools tend to lose the more able than their less
able teachers (Ronfelt et al., 2013) especially in poorly performing
schools. Regardless of all objections above we must not be
distracted from the larger, important point: teacher attrition and
turnover are serious problems that can be productively addressed.
This quest is “muchmore important than quibbling over the precise
national rate and how it was calculated” (Di Carlo, 2011, p. 3).
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